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-Charter school grows to elementary level

BY PATTI SAPONE/TH

Aja Settles, a teacher at North Star Academy in Newark, reads “The Grouchy Ladybug"

to a group of kindergarten students.

North Star Academy’s first class
of kindergartners shows lots of promise

BY KATIE LOVELL
STAR-LEDGER STAFF

The 4- and 5-year-olds sit on the floor in
a broad circle, with their legs folded “criss-
cross-applesauce,” following as their pnnc1-
pal leads them in counting.

Today, the students count to 100

The 75 students ate members of the in-
augural kindergarten class at North Star
Academy in Newark, which opened in Sep-
tember. .

Julie Jackson, the founding principal,
moves in the middle, teaching literacy and
math skills.

The school’s eight teachers sit on the
floor with their students, constantly sweat-
ing the small stuff,

No baby talk. No pampering.

The educators, many of whom are
Teach for America alumni and corps mem-
bers, make sure all the students are en-
gaged in activities,

Teachers spend very little time disci-
plining the students because every minute
of the school day is planned through me-
ticulous, minute-by-minute lesson plans,
Jackson said.

The kindergarten is part of a broader
charter school program in Newark.

Norman Atkins, the program’s founder,
started the first North Star Academy in
downtown Newark in 1997, opening its
doors to 72 fifth- and sixth-graders.

After the first school opened, Atkins
said he was left with a burning desire to
bring in younger children. .

Since then, Atkins opened another mid-
dle school in the North Ward, a high
school, and now, an elementary school,

“We wanted the longest amount of time
with our students,” Atkins said.

North Star Academy is one branch of
Uncommon Schools, a nonprofit charter
management organization that runs char-
ter schools throughout New York and New
Jersey,

Barry Carter is on vacation. His column
will resume next week.

“Our expectations are sky-high, there is
no reason why they (the students) won't
go to college and close the achievement
gap,” Atkins said.

The school operates on the belief that
every minute is a “feachable” minute,
Jackson said,

Now, as part of the school’s biweekly
morning circle, an activity that reinforces
the lessons of the week, the students pre-
pare to sing their class’s song.

Each class is named after a college or
university attended by a North Stm' Acad-
emy alum.

The first class, Boston College, chants

on.

Then Jackson motions for the Rutgers
University class.

The familiar “Hoo-Rah, Hoo-Rah, Rut-
gers Rah” 1everberateb throughout the
school.

Last, the University of Chlcago chants
its song as the other students watch.

As the morning circle ends, the teach-
ers organize their students to begin their
first class in under 30 seconds.

The school's director of operations,
Christian Spazling, oversees the students’
departure and often observes the teachers
and students in their classrooms, making
sure the program runs sinoothly.

The three classes march in single file to
their prospective classrooms. Each class
has two teachers, and the classrooms are
painted in bright colors with homemade
posters adorning the walls,

“We constantly sweat the small stuff, all
day, every day,” Jackson said, “Every kid
must. do the right thing, every time, and
there are a lot of incentives . . . good behav-
jor is expected.”

At the end of each day, the students
have a 25-minute “choice time,” when,
based on their behavior, they are allowed
to choose their own activity.

The school operates 11 months of the
year and students are in class from 7:30
am. to 430 p.m. Many also stay until 5:30
for an after-school program, Sparling said.

“Amazingly, it did not take long at alt

its fight song in unison as the others look '

‘acy class.

ind is also used by students at
Street School, we have found it
shedule our movement activi-

North Star is a charter school,

separately from most other
Jols, while still publicly funded.
ents of North Star and Dayton
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